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RAINdrop emerged from the black teleportation portal, eyes still stinging with the tears she had shed for the first time. Now that she fully realized what her mission was, she was no longer able to take a mechanical, military approach to it anymore; her mission was now one of guardian and protector, not destroyer.


	Once again, the rolling hills of green grass and ubiquitous white stone walls stretched to all sides of her. It appeared that she would have to find the corridors of Naju by herself.


	“Better me than no one,” she said under her breath. If she weren’t here, Earth wouldn’t stand a chance. 


	RAINdrop’s internal compass was still reeling from Naju’s extraordinarily strong electromagnetic field, but the inertial compass that functioned as a backup told her that she was facing due north. She decided to head west, where a cursory radar scan showed a large gap in the planet’s surface. 


	After a couple hundred meters, the path reached an intersection of more grass and stone. This time, however, a cluster of brown pyramids, similar to the blue one she had seen earlier, stood at its center.


	And those weren’t the only things there.


	Several odd creatures, which appeared to be feathery red discuses, slowly skittered about on the grass, accompanied by a number of amorphous blue droplets. “Hostile?” RAINdrop asked herself. As if it had heard her question, one of the discuses skittered towards her and clamped onto her leg with a death grip. Yelping in surprise and slight pain, RAINdrop scraped it off with her left boot and vaporized it with her pulse rifle. “Guess that answers that question,” she muttered.


	Systematically, RAINdrop picked off all of the creatures in the intersection, making sure none of them had the opportunity to harm her. Her right leg, however, had a small cut in it. Internal biomaintenance and antibiotic nodes should heal it in a short time and prevent infection, but she made sure to put a pressure bandage over it anyway, just in case. Strangely enough, the pyramid at the center of the structures was not a pyramid at all, but a metallic red and white dome. Curious, RAINdrop shot at it.


	From the box’s shattered shell, a tiny red creature sprung up. She almost destroyed it with her pulse rifle, but after looking at it a second, decided against it. The critter looked too cute to be harmful – a ball-shaped body with round eyes and a perpetual smile plastered on its face. 


	“Yeep!” The creature chirped. 


	“Erm… can I help you?” RAINdrop asked.


	“Yeep!”


	The creature bounded over to her, something in its left… appendage? RAINdrop had no idea how to classify the creature’s limb that held the object. Whatever the object itself was, it looked like a battery of sorts. 


	“More chip! More chip!” the creature chirped again. “More power!”


	“More power?” RAINdrop had no idea what chips were, but “more power” sounded good to her. “I’ll take that, thank you,” she said with a smile on her face… another unfamiliar gesture.


	“Yeep! Welcome! Visit others! Friends!”


	“I’ll make sure to do that,” RAINdrop said uncertainly. Just who were these “friends” it was talking about? She’d find out soon enough, she supposed. She watched as the creature bounced away on its ball-like feet, disappearing quickly into the distance.


	“Now what do I do with this?” she mused. She decided to insert it into her backpack’s adaptive receptor slot, which used piezoelectric morphing and AI scanning to utilize resources that could be found on the planet.


	Carefully she inserted it into a free spot in her backpack, waited for it to adapt to the battery… and instantly felt a surge of energy. She could feel it throughout her body, especially in her pulse cannon. 


	Curious as to how her upgraded weapon would work, she shot at one of the tannish pyramids before her. A hail of projectiles darted towards it, reducing it to shreds of charred rubble. “Wow,” she said, at a loss for words. She had no idea that Naju’s technology would be so helpful.





***





	An hour later, RAINdrop came upon a blue pyramid that looked particularly important, due to its isolation and location. Already she had blasted her way through a slew of strange creatures and obtained a few more weapon upgrades – including some that gave her cannon different functions – but she had run into very few of these transportation pyramids. Eagerly she blasted the cover away and stepped on the telepad beneath; she was anxious to learn more about how she could negotiate Naju’s labyrinths.


	But instead of another telepathic message, RAINdrop found herself facing… another one of the strange ball creatures, this one thrice the size of the ones she had seen earlier, and bright blue.


	“Uhm… hello,” RAINdrop said uncertainly.


	“Hello, strange creature,” the ball-thing said. “I’ve heard that you’ve met my companions.”


	“Yes I have,” RAINdrop said. This one seemed much more intelligent and articulate than the others, though.


	“So… it seems Naju is about to intercept its first new planet,” the ball-creature sighed. “And it’s up to us to help you destroy Naju before it destroys you.”


	“Us?”


	“We, collectively, call ourselves the Blue Landers,” the creature said. “We are biorobotic creations of this world’s former denizens, designed as caretakers and maintenance workers. Once Naju was… overrun… by the invaders, we were ordered to destroy the planet if the first attempt somehow failed.”


	RAINdrop was astonished, but also confused. “Why didn’t you?”


“As well as our creators programmed us,” the Lander said sadly, “they made one mistake: we have been rigidly programmed for nonviolence. Therefore, we decided to lie low until someone else – a guardian – took up the fight to save their own world. It has been an excruciating twenty-three million years since our creators were destroyed, every second spent hoping that someone would come and destroy these horrible things.”


	Now RAINdrop was close to tears again. To wait so long with so little to hope for… she shook her head. Now was not the time to become emotional.


	“Twenty-three million years… how did you manage to survive for so long? How do you keep the… things… from getting in here?”


	The Lander drew his rotund body up proudly. “We managed to encode the teleporters so that none of them could get through. Somehow… somehow you must have managed to circumvent the programs.”


	The AIs, RAINdrop thought. Even though I’m primarily a human being, the trio of RAINsystems AIs must still be active. Could they have managed to get her through the complex security algorithms embedded in the teleporters’ programming? And could they still be doing other things beyond her own awareness?


	“Unless my brothers encoded them merely to reject the genetic code specific to the invaders… I was not personally involved. I’m merely a humble maintenance drone, originally assigned to repair and maintain the twenty-first and final corridor.”


	“Twenty-first? I thought there were only twenty… one switch each for the self-destruct mechanism.”


	The Lander shrugged. “I guess Naju’s original residents figured some of them would get out alive… or, if not, whoever came next to destroy Naju would.”


	RAINdrop nodded in understanding. Even though she was specially created for this mission… she still didn’t want to die. At least not until her objective was complete.


	The Lander scuffled off to where another room branched off.


	“Wait! Where are you going?”


	“If you’re going to fight the creatures in the corridors – which is what I assume you intend to do – you’re going to need some new weapons.” The Lander brought out some strange-looking devices: some shaped like solid tetrahedrons and cubes, some like masses of wire and piping crunched into a few meager inches, some that even looked organic. “These will give you a much better chance of getting past the bigger creatures.”


	RAINdrop arched an eyebrow. “’Bigger’ creatures? Sounds like I haven’t seen much yet.”


	The Lander looked at her, its gleaming azure eyes deadly serious. “You haven’t.”


	


***





	Thirty minutes later, after working her way through still more creatures – everything from bats and discuses to what looked like bouncing rocks – RAINdrop came upon the entrance to the first corridor. Sealed in a room much like the first one she had come upon, with steel gray walls and a green metal floor, the door looked heavily armored. The AI scans she ran on it determined that it was some ultra-dense heavy-nucleus material, unlike any conventional material on earth. 


	“Well,” she said to herself. There didn’t seem to be too much else to say. 


	After scrutinizing the panel closely for several minutes, with no further clues about how to open it, she growled in frustration and shot it with her pulse cannon.


	It opened.


	RAINdrop was momentarily stunned. Was it really that easy to open the corridors? If so, what kept the creatures within from escaping? She shuddered, thinking about some of the bizarre things she had seen earlier. If the invaders within were much worse…


	Without thinking about it any further, RAINdrop dived into the corridor, whose opening seemed like a gaping maw intent on consuming her.


	Perhaps it was.





***





	RAINdrop found herself in, appropriately enough, a massive corridor of metal and computers. She could see the complex wiring and system components through gaps in the metal that had formed over time. Even the greatest technology couldn’t prevent entropy.


	Suddenly, the walls became entirely encrusted in what looked like coral formations. Stunned not only by their beauty but by their incongruity in this space, RAINdrop almost entirely forgot about her plummet toward the bottom of the corridor.


	And almost didn’t see the water.


	Since she was going vertically down the corridor in aerial assault mode, she saw the surface of the water as a vast blue wall screaming toward her. At her velocity, she would have been pulverized the instant she hit the water. She activated her containment shields with only 3 microseconds to spare.


	“So we’ve got an ocean environment here,” she mused. It seemed odd; not only that there was an ocean within this vast tunnel, but also that the plants and coral seemed to grow perpendicular to the walls. Then she noticed; the entire corridor had a gravity of its own. Somehow the walls of the corridor had their own gravity! RAINdrop mulled this over for a minute. Perhaps even the corridors were intended to house life themselves before the invaders overran Naju.


	Deep in thought, RAINdrop almost missed the passing fish entirely. They weren’t scaled, but were instead plated with what looked like dense organic “armor.” They seemed almost as thin as rails, but even with such absurd bodies had formidable-looking jaws. As the school passed her speeding form by, one of the fish took notice of the passing blur and streaked toward her with even greater velocity. RAINdrop found teeth scraping at her shield before she could vaporize the creature, the water filling the void where the fish once was with a shwoosh. The pirhanas started coming at her with a vengeance, each gnashing at her defense systems while she pummeled them with her pulse cannon. The shields won’t keep up much longer if too many of them start coming at me, RAINdrop thought.


	Without even being aware of it, she switched her weapon into a different mode, one activated by the tangles of wires and filaments the Lander had given her. A flurry of tiny projectiles launched itself from her cannon, each seeking one of the numerous fish. Within moments, nothing remained of the bullets – or the fish – but a few bubbles in the water. “Wow,” RAINdrop said to herself. Were all of the Lander’s weapons this powerful?


	As pirhanas, anemones, and sea snakes darted at her, RAINdrop deftly dodged them while peppering them with bullets and energy weapons. This corridor stuff isn’t that hard, really, she thought with a smug smile.


	The ground exploded beneath her.


	Barely managing to avoid the largest pieces of rubble, RAINdrop felt her shield sputter under the barrage of debris spewed from the explosion. Squinting through the shimmering light of her shield, she looked at what had caused the explosion.


	Earlier on, some sort of burrowing creature with a giant crimson eye had spat its own offspring at her to attack her. She had shrugged them off with little effort. Now, the creature itself faced her. It looked like an armored shark, except that it was four times the size of the largest shark on Earth and had the single crimson eye that had bored into her earlier. 


	RAINdrop’s first instinct was to fire at it, with as fast and hard an attack as she could muster. The monster’s skin, however, seemed to absorb it with the greatest of ease. “What the hell?” she muttered. She prepared to attack again, fired another salvo of micromissiles at the creature.


	No effect. At least none that she could see.


	Suddenly, the creature lunged at her, opening a mouth with what seemed like a million gleaming daggers for teeth. RAINdrop attempted to lunge out of the way, but the shark’s teeth snagged the edge of her shield. She watched in horror as the teeth chewed their way into the shield, drilling into her fragile shell of life. If this thing ruptures the shield, there’s no way I can survive under all this water pressure, she thought. Several thousand meters of water above her, even with her reinforced carbon-alloy skeleton and fibersteel armor, would crush her like an ant beneath a man’s boot. She fired into the creature’s mouth, a steady stream of bullets plunging into its guts.


	A deep roar filled RAINdrop’s ears, sounding like a cross between a starship’s engine and the guttural snarl of a lion. The jaws loosened their grip on her shield, while the eyeball bored into her with intense malice and hatred.


	So I can’t hurt its shell, but I can get to its insides?


	A plan formed itself in RAINdrop’s head, first as a rough sketch, which fleshed itself in quickly. Her knowledge of explosives was extensive – a bomb on the outside might barely nick the creature, but if she got inside…


	RAINdrop grabbed for one of the small grenades that the Lander had given her. Flitting around like a gnat, she buzzed the creature, confusing and angering it. Another rage-filled roar permeated the ocean as it lunged towards her again.


	Wait… wait… NOW!


	She pressed the button, tossed the grenade towards the creature’s approaching mouth. Unexpectedly, the creature dove to avoid it… but only succeeded in capturing the grenade in the pupil of its hollow eye.


	The roar abruptly halted, gave way to a startled yelp of terror. Which immediately gave way to a muffled yet deafening boom as the grenade detonated.


	RAINdrop pressed herself into the underside of a coral formation, avoiding the rain of debris that would surely follow the explosion. Once she was satisfied that it was over, she darted out from her shelter and looked at the shark…


	…Or what remained of it.


	Not only had its eyeball ruptured, but the creature’s entire head had transformed into a red, pulpy mass. Pieces of the creature’s carapace had embedded themselves in the corridor walls, shattering coral and smashing plants. The corpse of the leviathan slowly rotated, like a pig on a spit, creating a spiral of blood that lazily flowed towards the walls.


	The most poignant thing RAINdrop could think of to say at the moment was “Ugh.”


	Flying around the mammoth corpse, RAINdrop fired her engines and sped to the end of the corridor. What’s going to be there? And what do I do once I reach the end?


	The corridor began to taper off. RAINdrop shut down her engines and drifted towards the corridor’s end. At the point where it finally came to an end was a flat black panel, three meters to a side, with a prohibitive array of complex controls. RAINdrop reverted back to her human form, and came to a hover just in front of the panel. She scrutinized the panel for several minutes, puzzling over its hundreds of tiny displays and controls. There was one central panel, larger than the others, which seemed central to the chaotic sprawl of the panel: it was a jet black circle, with a crescent moon outlined in glowing white at its center. RAINdrop touched the panel lightly… 


	…and it disappeared.


	“So much for that plan,” she growled. “I guess this means I’ll have to figure out the controls for myself.” Immediately she felt another presence, faintly, as if something else were trying to invade her. Something from the panel? Another attack?


	Or… the AIs?


	All at once, the controls of the panel congealed into a single massive screen, which appeared to be a map of Naju. RAINdrop’s location was highlighted in silvery white, while several other small areas were highlighted in angry red. A soft yet commanding voice whispered in her mind, Detonation Lock One Activated. Access to Second Tier Granted.


	“’Second Tier?’ RAINdrop wondered. “I guess that’s the second set of corridors.” RAINdrop felt at once triumphant and despondent: triumphant because she had defeated the first corridor… despondent because there were twenty lef
